THE SECOND ESCAPE: TAHITI               129
Vaitoua and Gauguin drank absinthe that Gauguin had
bought for the reception of guests and which Vaitoua herself
fetched from the corner of the room. Her dignity alone
appealed to Gauguin for she was not lovely* He was anxious
lest she came and sat on his bed, for he was sure that it could
not support the weight of two people* But when she did so,
the bed did not collapse. Then followed a strange staccato
conversation full of silences caused by the drinking and the
growing intoxication of the drink. Gauguin was not at his ease.
The visit was boring him. But Vaitoua knew that Gauguin
and Titi had separated and she thought that perhaps she might
take her place. She drank heavily. They stared at each other in
the rapidly failing light. Then Vaitoua lay down beside
Gauguin, smoking, her feet touching the wooden foot of the
bed. Her face seemed softened and almost beautiful. Suddenly
she began to recite a fable by La Fontaine, "The Ant and the
Grasshopper/' When she had finished, she got up, for her
cigarette was finished also. She did not care for La Fontaine's
stupid moralisings, she said. She was on the side of the grass-
hoppers herself, for they made her think of the gaiety and
freedom of the life that her own people had known before the
white people had come. Like the grasshoppers, they too had
always sung.
Vaitoua stood in the doorway saying that she had drunk a
great deal of absinthe, that she did not wish to become and
appear futile. Then she left Gauguin as silently as she had
come. In the street, a young man called familiarly after her
and she answered him, screaming at him in their language
tipsily.
She had come to see Gauguin because she had heard that he
was ill and that he had no vdine, no girl to look after him.
But when she had realised that Gauguin had no interest in her
she felt no European emotion. True jealousy was still unknown
to her. It was probably the only disadvantage that civilisation
could never have taught her or any of her race. It was a
symptom only of the benefits of that civilisation, that a princess